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APPARATUS AND METHOD FOR GRADIENT MAPPING IN A GRAPHICS 

PROCESSING SYSTEM 

TECHNICAL FIELD 

The present invention is related generally to the field of computer 
5 graphics, and more particularly, to a circuit and method in a computer graphics 
processing system for producing surface detail in graphics images. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

To create realistic computer graphics images, surfaces of the graphics 
images should have surface detail. There are several methods that are conventionally 

10 used to create such surface details or textures. One common method of creating surface 
detail is to apply texture maps. Texture mapping refers to techniques for adding surface 
detail, or a texture map, to areas or surfaces of graphics images. A typical texture map 
is represented in a computer memory as a bitmap or other raster-based encoded format, 
and includes point elements, or "texels." Generally, the process of texture mapping 

15 occurs by accessing the texels from the memory that stores the texture data, and 
transferring the texture data to predetermined points of surface being texture mapped. 
The texture map is applied according to the orientation and perspective of the surface on 
which the texture is applied. After texture mapping, a version of the texture image is 
visible on surfaces of the graphics image with the proper perspective and shading. 

20 Thus, the resulting graphics image appears to have the surface detail of the texture map. 

Texture mapping creates realistic surface details in still graphics images, 
however, where the image is changing and moving, as in computer animation, texture 
mapping is unable to maintain the same level of realism as in a still image. That is, 
changes in the appearance of a surface, such as surface reflections of a surface having 

25 fine surface details and unevenness, are not produced where texture mapping is applied. 
What usually occurs is that any changes in the appearance of the graphics image due to 
a perspective shift are made for the entire surface of the graphics primitive to which the 
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texture map is applied. Thus, the realism produced by texture mapping in a still 
graphics image is lost when applied in computer animation. 

An alternative method of creating surface detail in a graphics image is to 
apply bump mapping. Bump mapping is a technique used in graphics applications for 
5 simulating the effect of light reflecting from small perturbations across a surface. See, 
Blinn, J.F., "Simulation of Wrinkled Surfaces," Computer Graphics vol. 12 (Aug. 
1978). A bump map f(u, v) is interpreted as a height field that perturbs the surface 
along its normal vector at each point. However, rather than changing the surface 
geometry of the object to create the perturbations, only the normal vector for each pixel 
10 is modified. Thus, small surface details, represented by the individual pixels of a 
graphics image, can be realistically reproduced in computer animation applications. 
The conventional Blinn bump mapping technique computes the perturbed normal vector 
from the equation: 

N' = N + f u (Pv X N) + f v (P u X N), 

15 Where N' is the perturbed normal, N is the interpolated normal, £ and f v are the partial 
derivatives of the image height field, and P u and P v are the tangent vectors along the u 
and v axes, respectively. 

Although bump mapping produces graphics images having more realistic 
surface details than texture mapping, implementing the equation to calculate a perturbed 

20 normal in a graphics processing system can be impractical and expensive. For example, 
complex circuitry is necessary to implement the aforementioned equation, calculating 
the perturbed normal on a pixel-by-pixel basis is a slow and resource intensive process, 
and including a circuit capable of performing the calculations consumes precious space 
in a graphics processing system. In applications where high integration of a graphics 

25 processing system is desirable, or where graphics images must be rendered quickly, as 
in computer animation applications, including circuitry in the graphics processing 
system capable of carrying out conventional methods of bump mapping is likely to be 
an unacceptable alternative. 

Therefore, there is a need for method and apparatus that can provide 

30 surface detail on graphics images rendered by a graphics processing system that can 
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maintain an acceptable level of realism in graphics animation applications, but does not 
require the circuitry necessary to carry out conventional methods of bump mapping. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention is directed toward a method and system for 
5 providing surface texture in a graphics image rendered by a graphics processing system. 
The system alters color values of a pixel having a normal vector normal to a surface in 
which the pixel is located by calculating the color values for the pixel based on a 
perturbed normal vector. The perturbed normal vector is displaced from the normal 
vector by a displacement equal to the sum of a first vector tangent to the surface at the 

10 location of the pixel scaled by a first scale factor and a first displacement value, and a 
second vector tangent to the surface at the location of the pixel and scaled by a second 
scale factor and a second displacement value. The second vector is perpendicular to the 
first vector. The first and second displacement values may be values representative of 
partial derivatives for a first and second variable, respectively, of a function defining a 

1 5 texture applied to the surface. The first and second scale factors comprise scalar values 
that may be unequal that are used to scale the magnitude of the resulting perturbed 
normal. The color value for the pixel being rendered will be based on the perturbed 
normal vector instead of the normal vector. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 
20 Figure 1 a block diagram of a computer system in which embodiments of 

the present invention are implemented. 

Figure 2 is a block diagram of a graphics processing system in the 
computer system of Figure 1. 

Figure 3 is a block diagram of a gradient mapping engine according to an 
25 embodiment of the present invention. 
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 

Embodiments of the present invention provide a gradient mapping 
engine and method for creating surface detail in a graphics image rendered by a 
graphics processing system. The gradient mapping engine provides a perturbed normal 
5 vector for use in calculating a pixel's color value by estimating the conventional bump 
mapping equation previously described. Certain details are set forth below to provide a 
sufficient understanding of the invention. However, it will be clear to one skilled in the 
art that the invention may be practiced without these particular details. In other 
instances, well-known circuits, control signals, timing protocols, and software 
10 operations have not been shown in detail in order to avoid unnecessarily obscuring the 
invention. 

: T! Figure 1 illustrates a computer system 1 00 in which embodiments of the 

^ present invention are implemented. The computer system 100 includes a processor 104 

y i 

yg coupled to a host memory 108 through a memory/bus interface 112. The memory/bus 

■T-j. 3 

^2 15 interface 112 is coupled to an expansion bus 116, such as an industry standard 

~J3 architecture (ISA) bus or a peripheral component interconnect (PCI) bus. The computer 

f*l system 100 also includes one or more input devices 120, such as a keypad or a mouse, 

coupled to the processor 104 through the expansion bus 116 and the memory/bus 
interface 112. The input devices 120 allow an operator or an electronic device to input 
rf 20 data to the computer system 100. One or more output devices 120 are coupled to the 

processor 104 to provide output data generated by the processor 104. The output 
devices 124 are coupled to the processor 104 through the expansion bus 116 and 
memory/bus interface 112. Examples of output devices 124 include printers and a 
sound card driving audio speakers. One or more data storage devices 128 are coupled 
25 to the processor 104 through the memory/bus interface 112 and the expansion bus 116 
to store data in, or retrieve data from, storage media (not shown). Examples of storage 
devices 128 and storage media include fixed disk drives, floppy disk drives, tape 
cassettes and compact-disc read-only memory drives. 

The computer system 100 further includes a graphics processing system 
30 132 coupled to the processor 104 through the expansion bus 116 and memory/bus 
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interface 112. Optionally, the graphics processing system 132 may be coupled to the 
processor 104 and the host memory 108 through other types of architectures. For 
example, the graphics processing system 132 may be coupled through the memory/bus 
interface 112 and a high speed bus 136, such as an accelerated graphics port (AGP), to 
5 provide the graphics processing system 132 with direct memory access (DMA) to the 
host memory 108. That is, the high speed bus 136 and memory bus interface 1 12 allow 
the graphics processing system 132 to read and write host memory 108 without the 
intervention of the processor 104. Thus, data may be transferred to, and from, the host 
memory 108 at transfer rates much greater than over the expansion bus 116. A display 
10 140 is coupled to the graphics processing system 132 to display graphics images. The 
display 140 may be any type of display, such as a cathode ray tube (CRT), a field 
2 emission display (FED), a liquid crystal dispfay (LCD), or the like, which are 

„^ commonly used for desktop computers, portable computers, and workstation or server 

yQ applications. 

^ 15 Figure 2 illustrates circuitry included within the graphics processing 

^3 system 132 for performing various three-dimensional (3D) graphics functions. As 

q shown in Figure 2, a bus interface 200 couples the graphics processing system 132 to 

the expansion bus 116. In the case where the graphics processing system 132 is coupled 
y* to the processor 104 and the host memory 108 through the high speed data bus 136 and 

!hf 20 the memory/bus interface 1 12, the bus interface 200 will include a DMA controller (not 

shown) to coordinate transfer of data to and from the host memory 108 and the 
processor 104. A graphics processor 204 is coupled to the bus interface 200 and is 
designed to perform various graphics and video processing functions, such as, but not 
limited to, generating vertex data and performing vertex transformations for polygon 
25 graphics primitives that are used to model 3D objects. The graphics processor 204 is 
coupled to a triangle engine 208 that includes circuitry for performing various graphics 
functions, such as clipping, attribute transformations, rendering of graphics primitives, 
and generating texture coordinates for a texture map. 

A gradient mapping engine 210 is coupled to the triangle engine 208 and 
30 receives set-up data for each pixel, such as pixel location, texture and vector data for the 
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pixel, and gradient map coordinates. As will be explained in more detailed below, the 
gradient mapping engine 210 applies a gradient map to produce texels that are used to 
perturb a pixel's normal vector prior to providing the calculated values to a pixel engine 
for texture application. The pixel engine 212 is coupled to receive the gradient map 
5 data calculated by the gradient mapping engine 210, as well as graphics data from the 
triangle engine 208 that is passed through by the gradient mapping engine 210. The 
pixel engine 212 contains circuitry for performing various graphics functions, such as, 
but not limited to, texture application or mapping, bilinear filtering, fog, blending, and 
color space conversion. 

10 A memory controller 216 coupled to the pixel engine 212 and the 

graphics processor 204 handles memory requests to and from a local memory 220. The 
J local memory 220 stores graphics data, such as source pixel color values and destination 

^ pixel color values. A display controller 224 coupled to the local memory 220 and to a 

ijg first-in first-out (FIFO) buffer 228 controls the transfer of destination color values to the 

2f 15 FIFO 228. Destination color values stored in the FIFO 336 are provided to a display 

y3 driver 232 that includes circuitry to provide digital color signals, or convert digital color 

Pj signals to red, green, and blue analog color signals, to drive the display 140 (Figure 1). 

^ Figure 3 illustrates a gradient mapping engine 300 according to an 

embodiment of the present invention that may be substituted for the gradient mapping 
Jpf 20 engine 210 shown in Figure 2. A gradient mapping circuit 304 is provided by the 

triangle engine with the pixel coordinates (u, v) and the normal vector N. Bump map 
coordinates (bu, bv) of texels used in calculating the perturbed normal N' are provided 
to a bump map address generator 310. The bump map address generator 310 converts 
the bump map coordinates (bu, bv) into corresponding memory addresses at which the 
25 graphics data for the requested texels are stored and then provides the memory 
addresses to a bump map cache 312. 

The bump map cache 312 receives the memory address for the texels 
having the bump map coordinates (bu, bv) and determines whether the graphics .data is 
presently available in the cache. The bump map cache 312 is coupled to the memory 
30 controller 216 (Figure 2) to request data directly from the memory controller 216 if it is 



# # 

7 



determined that the requested graphics data is not available in the cache. A bump map 
filter 316 coupled to the bump map cache 312 provides the gradient mapping circuit 304 
with bilinearly filtered values f u and f v obtained from the bump map by iterating the 
bump coordinates (bu, bv). The values f u and f v represent the derivatives, or the slope, 
5 at a particular pixel. A scale register 308 is also coupled to the gradient mapping circuit 
304 to provide scale values to adjust the magnitude of the perturbed normal N\ 

A detailed description of the scale register 308, the bump map address 
generator 310, the bump map cache 312 and the bump map filter 316 have been omitted 
because implementation of these elements are well known in the art, and a person of 

10 ordinary skill would be able to practice the present invention from the description 
provided herein. Moreover, it will be appreciated that these various elements, although 
illustrated in Figure 3 as discrete functional blocks of the gradient mapping engine 300, 
may be integrated into one or more circuits that carry out the functionality described, 
and may be included in other functional blocks of the graphics processing system as 

15 previously described in Figures 1 and 2. For example, the bump map cache 312 and the 
bump map filter 316 may be included in the pixel engine 212 illustrated in Figure 2. 

In operation, the gradient mapping circuit 304 applies a gradient map to 
a surface of a polygon by perturbing the normal vector of the polygon surface according 
to an estimation of the equation utilized in conventional bump mapping applications. 

20 As mentioned previously, conventional bump mapping applications perturb the normal 
vector by adding to the normal vector a displacement, that is: 

N' = N + D, 

where N' is the perturbed normal, N is the interpolated normal, and D is the 

displacement, defined as: 
25 D = f u (P v X N) + f v (P u X N). 

P u and P v represent the tangent vectors along the u and v axes, respectively, and f u and f v 

are the partial derivatives of an image height field, f(u, v). 

Rather than implementing the conventional equation, the gradient 

mapping circuit 304 implements an estimation according to the equation: 
30 N' = N + D. 
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where N' is the perturbed normal and N is the interpolated normal. However, the 
displacement D is defined as: 

D = (f u * P u * scale u ) + (f v * Pv * scale v ) 
where P u and P v represent the tangent vectors along the u and v axes, respectively, and f u 
and f v , are bilinearly filtered values that represent the derivatives, or the slope, at a 
particular pixel having coordinates (u, v). The gradient mapping circuit 304 obtains the 
f u and f v values by iterating coordinates (bu, bv) of the bump map that are provided to it 
from the triangle engine 208 (Figure 2). The scalq, and scale v values are scalar values 
stored in the scale register 308 and provided to the gradient mapping circuit 304 for 
adjusting the magnitude of the perturbed normal N\ Both scale u and scale v may be the 
same value or two different values depending on the desired scaling effect on the 
perturbed normal N\ The perturbed normal N' may be normalized by the gradient 
mapping circuit 304 before providing it to the pixel engine 212 (Figure 2) for use in 
calculating reflection and lighting values for the pixel being rendered. These calculated 
values are in turn used to determine the color values of the pixels being rendered. The 
resulting graphics image displayed will have realistic surface detail due to the use of the 
perturbed normal in the color value calculation, however, calculation of the 
displacement D and the perturbed normal N' by the gradient mapping circuit 304 does 
not require the complex circuitry required for calculating cross products of vectors. 

It will be appreciated that the vector calculations performed by the 
gradient mapping circuit 304 may be accomplished by performing the calculations on 
the component vectors. That is, the gradient mapping circuit 304 will perform three 
vector calculations for each axes in a three dimensional space to resolve the perturbed 
normal N\ For example, the perturbed normal is determined, as discussed previously, 
by the gradient mapping circuit by: 

N' = N + (f u * Pu * scale u ) + ( f v * P v * scale v ). 
However, the gradient mapping circuit 304 will resolve the perturbed normal N* 
through its component vectors, that is: 

N' -x = N.x + (f u * P u .x * scale u ) + ( f v * P v .x * scale v ); 
N'.y = N.y + ( f u * P u . y * scale u ) + (f v * Pv.y * scale v ) ; and 
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N'.z = N.z + (f u -* Pu-z * scale u ) + ( f v * Pv-z * scale v ). 
The components of the perturbed normal N' are then provided to the pixel engine 212 
(Figure 2) for application of the gradient map to the pixel being rendered. 

As shown above, the resulting displacement calculation uses the surface 
5 tangent vector instead of interpolating the tangent vectors across vertices of a triangle 
polygon. The estimation of the conventional equation provides good results since the 
tangent vectors change quickly only at surfaces of high curvature. However, these areas 
are already finely tessellated. 

From the foregoing it will be appreciated that, although specific 
10 embodiments of the invention have been described herein for purposes of illustration, 
various modifications may be made without deviating from the spirit and scope of the 
3 invention. Accordingly, the invention is not limited except as by the appended claims. 



